ground for supposing that the collection of lyrical pieces which he produced was characterised by an real unity, or possessed any other mark of a true epic. ' 10 This is part of Saunders's wider attempt to Such interpretations understand Macpherson's achievement as emerging by default, or by fortuitous accident, and, by extension, see the relationship between the Celtic and Classical in Ossian as the product of confusion. It ignores the fact that, as a number of Gaelic scholars have shown, the protean collective tradition does leave its mark on The Poems of Ossian, and that whatever readers thought they were encountering when they read The Poems of Ossian, they did not generally think that they were merely reading tartan-clad Homeric epic. 13 Equally, the eighteenth-century Hellenism that emerged around this time was itself a response to conventional Classicism, based around Latin culture, which makes any claim for a straightforward binary opposition between Celtic and Classical misleading. 14 Consideration of the ways in which forebears figure in the footnotes can take us in more fruitful directions than this emphasis on uncomfortable and dissatisfactory accommodation.
Macpherson was eager to stake out Ossian's place in the literary canon through a process of understanding the similarity and difference between Ossian, Homer, Virgil and Milton (and others)
as one of relative emphasis, rather than total opposition, and by bringing Ossian into conversation with other epics. Gaelic texts characterised by formal heterogeneity and abrupt transitions in which a reference to lyric drama is never far away. It is as if he is maintaining a commitment to a form the limits of which his own poetic practice was otherwise intuiting, but which he could only address in fugitive ways. It certainly suggests another reason why Macpherson felt that references to the recognised greats of epic were not always suitable for his purposes.
To arrive at such a point is, however, to arrive at a rather old-fashioned "pre-Romantic" Ossian was instrumental in allowing Blair (and perhaps others) to evolve a discourse of primitivism that could accommodate early classical drama in the shape of Aeschylus. A bold, nervous, animated writer: his imagination fertile, but licentious; his judgement true, but ungoverned, his genius lively but uncultivated; his sentiments noble and sublime, but at the same time wild, irregular and frequently fantastic. 45 Where the earlier writer had ascribed Aeschylus's stylistic excesses as a matter of rhetorical choice (pomposity, an addiction to figurative language over sense), Francklin's formulation echoes the literary primitivism that in the preceding thirty years had identified in the earliest of literary productions a primitive energy and spontaneous lyricism indivisible from a rudeness of execution.
III Primitivism and Drama
Equally, when in 1786 Richard Polwhele yoked together Aeschylus, Sophocles and Ossian as warriorpoets responsible for stoking the martial temperament of their respective societies it was without the facetious tone that had marked Bolingbroke's comment a generation earlier. 46 Potter was key to bringing this critical perspective to bear, as was Hugh Blair, co-sponsor (at least) of This is not a statement of modesty. It represents a decision to represent and to ventriloquize the action through the deployment of voices, rather than through narration (that is, the distinction we have seen Macpherson articulate above). 'Tragedy' is, Potter says, 'one point of place, and one point of time', and that concentration of focus, that command over one episode means that tragedy is able to 'advance with rapidity, and seize the heart at once.' 49 Blair echoes this notion that the expansiveness of the epic in terms of subject matter, feeling and scene is in tragedy traded for an intense focus on the 'knowledge of the human heart': 'Sentiment, Passion, Pity and Terror, should reign throughout a tragedy.' 50 In his Lectures, it is tragedy, not epic, that provides 'the mirror in which we behold ourselves', and which offered greatest evidence of the 'ancient's profound knowledge of the human heart.' 51 This echoes Blair notion of the 'the sentimental sublime' in Ossian, the key vehicle through which Ossian explores 'the mythology of human nature'. 52 This intense focus on one theme is highlighted and described as 'dramatick' by Blair in his Critical Dissertation (one of two occasions where he identifies Ossian with the rules of drama rather than epic). Notably, Blair's
Lectures make no mention of Ossian in his discussion of epic. He had already published what was his lecture on Ossian as the Critical Dissertation, but it is nevertheless striking that the printed Lecture that most closely echoes Blair's views on Ossian as expressed in the Critical Dissertation is the one on tragedy, not epic. 53 
